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2, THE SOCIAL COLLAPSE
The military forces of France were not alone in being dispersed to
the four corners of the country. The same thing happened to a
large section 'of the civilian population. Panic-stricken by the
flood of conflicting and bizarre rumours, by the air bombardments,
by the terror of armoured cars and tanks, men, women, and
children took to flight helter-skelter in all directions. On foot,
in vehicles, on bicycles, they clogged up the roads and made any
military operation impossible: on such a road iri Brittany the
present writer saw two endless columns of refugees moving in
opposite directions.
After this exodus nearly four million of the inhabitants of the
occupied zone or of Belgium found themselves in the so-called
cfree' zone; there were towns whose population had trebled or
even quadrupled. This enormous population is homeless and
without resources.
Hundreds of thousands of cars abandoned in the ports or on the
roads near the Spanish frontier are inanimate witnesses to this
flight which is unprecedented in history.
3. POLITICAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE COLLAPSE
As the retreat of the armies proceeded, the public administra-
tions, here burning and there abandoning their archives, efell back'
towards the South. This withdrawal was carried out in more or
less headlong fashion.* At the moment of the armistice no one,
and the Government least of all, knew any longer where the
different Ministerial Offices were.
Many local officials, many mayors, abandoned their posts with-
out permission. A case is quoted of a fire brigadei that found
itself with all its equipment some hundreds of kilometres from its
home starting-point.
Members of Parliament disappeared in very much the same
fashion, some following the Government, others embarking for
North Africa, others returning to their constituencies. And now
they mean nothing to the country, which rightly or wrongly makes
them responsible for the position in which it finds itself.
During this time our overseas possessions were in a state of
bewilderment, and hesitating as to what attitude they should
adopt. Some decided to accept the armistice, others decided to
continue the struggle. Communications with the metropolis
by wireless or cable were almost wholly interrupted. All was
extreme confusion.
From London General de Gaulle preached resistance and invited
all Frenchmen who wished to continue the struggle to join him.